CHAPTER I

EARLY LIFE

are all accustomed to think of La Vendee as that Province
of France which is most deeply imbued with tradition, legend
and. religion. Even in this period of almost universal seep*
ticism and free thought, the peasants of La Vendee keep
tight hold of their ancient ideas, in which the pagan super-

. stitions of long ago are curiously interwoven with the fading
Catholicism of to-day. Nowhere in France are the ceremonies
of the Church more devoutly observed; nowhere, in spite of
the spread of modern- education, are the people as a whole
-more attached to the creed of their forefathers. Here whole
crowds of genuine believers can still display that fervour of
religious enthusiasm which moved masses of their countrymen
to such heroic self-sacrifice for a losing and hopeless cause
more than four generations since. Even men who have little
sympathy with either theological or social conventions of
the past are stirred by the simple piety of these people, uplifted
for the moment out of the sordid and monotonous surround-
ings of their daily toil by the collective inspiration of a common
faith.
Here, too, in the Bocage of La Vendee amid the heather

* and the forest, interspersed with acres of carefully tilled soil*
the fays and talismans and spirits of days gone by delightedly
do dwell. But below all this vesture of fancy and fable we
find the least pleasing features of the life of the small pro*
prietors and labourers on the land,and fishermen by the sea.
Their feelings of human sympathy are stunted, and even
their family relations are, in too many instances, rendered
brutal by their ever-present greed for g^n. The land is a